Dally Mall. Saturday. May 3. ?008 


by Paul 
Bracchi and 
Nick Craven 


T HE GRAND opening will begin 
at 1pm today with a speech by 
a peer of the realm (Liberal 
Democrat Lord Avebury, to be 
precise), who will then cut the 
ribbon of St Christopher s 
community hall at Crays Hill in 
Essex. 

A bettor equipped centre you will not find A 
shiny new computer and the first of five lap- 
tops have already been Installed for informa- 
tion technology courses, which will be held 
here along with classes in everything from 
child and adult literacy to hairdressing. The 
venue will also be used for social functions 
•Every community needs a focal point." says 
Richard Sheridan, president of the local 
council — Gipsy Council, that is. 

A point many might agree with If: fa) the 
yet to be painted, but hilly glazed, 20ft-by- 
12ft venue hadn't been erected — without 
planning permission, obviously — in the mtd- 


Oreen-Belt land; and <b) it hadn’t been built 
with £12,000 of taxpayers’ money. 

The cash came from Essex County 
Council’s Youth Opportunity Fund And 
Youth Capital Fund — grants provided by 
central government to provide services for 
young people and tackle disadvantage 

Disadvantage? Yesterday the road leading 
to St Christopher’s through the eight-acre 
site, with an estimated 1,000- strong 
population, was lined with Mercedes. Range 
Rovers. Land Cruisers and chalets with dat- 
acret! a. TVs an d plush furnishings. 

^^ERlHIRIMMfiaMHiiaMBLjidllaiie of Crays 
Hill, near Basildon, have fared less 
well. Property prices have plum- 
meted, and locals claim they have run 
a gauntlet of intimidation, anti-social 
behaviour, and even death threats. 

Could there be a more farcical 
symbol of misplaced priorities or a 
shameful waste of public money than 
St Christopher's? 

On the one hand, we have officials 
at Basildon District Council trying to 
evict the travellers from this illegal 
development, and on the other, their 
colleagues on the County Council 
over in Chelmsford making funds 
available for a purpose-built commu- 
nity hall on the site. What a shambles. 

No wonder the likes of Richard 



coach and horses — or should t 
a gleaming new Merc — through the 
law. And it's not just here in Essex, but 
across the length and breadth of 


The ‘homeless* 
travellers arrived 
in luxury vehicles 

Britain, where human rights lej 


ights legisla- 
te Labour 


Government (and 
such figures as Lord Avebury, 
veteran traveller campaigner) is being 
ruthlessly exploited. 

Everyone, this law says, is entitled 
to a ‘private and family life' to avoid 
being turfed off land. 

The Crays Hill fraternity claimed 
they had nowhere else to go when 
they arrived in their convoy of luxury 
vehicles more than she years ago. In 
fact, it now emerges that many had 
left Housing Association homes 
(council houses in all but name) in 
the West Midlands, including the Low 
Hill Estate in Wolverhampton 
The scandal came to light recently 
after names on the Wolverhampton 
electoral roll mirrored those on 
planning appeals in Essex. 

By then, of course, it was already too 
late. A shanty town, complete with 
running water and electricity, had 
sprung up in Crays HiU and the ’new 
residents' had obtained Legal Aid 
The travellers claim they get these 
supplies legally, but villagers suspect 
otherwise. Anyone with plumbing 
experience can locate a mains pipe 
and run another pipe off it Hijacking 


We have already spent about 
£750,000 on our own legal costs and 
bills are still rolling in.' revealed a coun- 
cil source. 'I can’t imagine the legal 
costs for the travellers are much less ’ 
Total estimated bill? Nearly £2 mil- 
lion. So the £12,000 ‘community hall' 
is looking rather more expensive than 
at first appeared. 

These are the alarming facts about 
the battle of Crays Hill 
Behind them is another story of 
•human rights’. In which the trav- 
ellers’ supporters seem rather less 
interested in the rights or people like 
Len Gridley, 49. who runs his own 
construction company which backs 
directly on to the camp 
He says he has been subjected to a 
relentless barrage of abuse and death 
threats from his 'neighbours’, but 
refuses to move — not least because 
his bungalow, worth £450.000 before 
they arrived on his doorstep, is now 
valued at just £125,000. 

Today, his home is more Colditz 
than Crays Hill. Electronic security 
gates have been put up around his 
property, where a huge Alsatian also 
stands guard. 'It’s as bad as it ever 
was.' he insists. 

•Their people will tailgate you when 
you are in your car. Intimidate you in 
the street. There have been assaults 
and paint daubed on vehicles. They 
have also been known to sit in their 
own fancy cars beeping their horns 
just to annoy residents. 

The bleeding-heart brigade come 
out and stand up for the gipsies, but 
they have no idea what is going on. We 
live here and we know.’ 

No doubt Tessa Jowell will know 
what Mr Gridley is talking about, the 
£900,000 sale of her home in Warwick- 
shire has reportedly fallen through as 
a result of the creation of a traveller 
camp which appeared overnight Just 
a few hundred yards away. 

Back in Crays Hill, other residents 
speak of human excrement In the 
street, being followed home at night, 
and dangerous under-age drivers. 
Few, however, are prepared to speak 
out for fear of reprisals 
One local, who asked not to be 
identified, admitted he was 'virtually 
living in his camper van’ 


